describe history as timeless. First, however, I must devote some attention to the politics of Ben Sira's day: what about Ben Sira's historical context can explain the far-reaching claims that he makes about Simon?
1
The Politics of Second-Century bce Palestine
Second Temple Palestine operated as a temple-state, with the high priest and his circle possessing ultimate religious and political power.1 Associated with the priestly elite was a class of scribes, men who were economically dependent upon the circle of the high priest but whose expertise also gave them a measure of independence.2 Ben Sira's praise of Simon suggests that he was one such scribe, ensuring the legacy of the priestly class with whom he was aligned. However, as is clear from the earlier clashes between Ezra and Nehemiah and the priests during the Persian period, the priesthood consisted of numerous factions all vying for power, and these circles, too, were supported by scribal Aside from the evidence in Ben Sira for this relationship between the priestly aristocracy and the scribes, Horsley and Tiller, 99, draw attention to the decree of Antiochus III that exempts from taxation the gerousia, priests, and scribes. It should be noted that that document does not address the high priest himself, a fact that led Bickerman, "Charte séleucide," 32, to downplay his authority. However, James C. VanderKam, From Joshua to Caiaphas: High Priests After the Exile (Minneapolis, Minn.: Fortress, 2004) , 188, observes that, because the official practice was not to address the high priest, "we should not draw large consequences from it regarding the ruling authority in Judea at the time." The political authority enjoyed by the circles of the high priest helps explain the puzzling relationship between wisdom, which traditionally had been associated with the palace, and temple. The high priest, in his capacity as political leader, supported the scribal class, which had formerly depended upon the patronage of the king. On the relationship between the scribe and the royal court, see R. N. Whybray, "The Sage in the Israelite Royal Court," in The Sage in Israel and the Ancient Near East (ed. John G. Gammie and Leo G. Perdue; Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1990), 133-39.
